elsewhere, for that matter -hardly reduced the puzzlement. By 1990, the year that White died, the American editor of a volume of critical essays on his work acknowledged that 'the heightened critical activity of the 1980s has reached no consensus about White's creativity '. 3 The award of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1973 brought White greater prestige than any previous Australian writer had known, but it did not change his hostile attitude towards the critics of his writing, even the increasing number of those academics who came to praise. 'I must say I am astonished at your reverence for the Australian academics', he wrote to fellow Australian novelist Xavier Herbert in 1975: 'With a few exceptions they are a sterile lot, remote from anything creative unless it has been a hundred years in the museum.' He did concede that this was not a disinterested judgement: 'But perhaps I am prejudiced by their misunderstanding and misinterpretation of what I write'. 4 Following the award, White's publishers offered him the opportunity to put the critics right; but when Tom Maschler at Jonathan Cape raised the possibility of a uniform edition of the novels with prefaces by him, White responded: 'I am no Henry James with elaborate theories on the novel: I simply write a novel when it can no longer be avoided.' 5 He was also unlike James in having no interest in revising his early novels -or even re-reading them. Some years earlier he had explained his attitude to South African writer Mary Benson, who had been interested in knowing more about his writing:
I don't really know much about my own novels except the one I happen to be struggling with. I grow farther and farther away from those I have finished. It is as if they were put into me, and I brought them out, but apart from that there isn't much connexion. For that reason, I find it difficult to write about myself and work as so many writers seem to get satisfaction from doing. 6 He might rage against the incomprehension of Australian academics in private, but he did not attempt to correct or enlighten them in public, as another writer might have done. 'Better wait till I am dead', he told his publisher when finally rejecting the proposal for a uniform edition with prefaces, 'and time will sort things out'.
'Not all novelists know what they are doing', remarks Charles Lock in the course of a most interesting article in the White Centenary issue of Cercles, 'nor could they explain their practice in theoretical or linguistic terms '. 8 White would certainly have agreed that the second part of the statement applied to him. Although there is plenty of evidence in his fiction, his published letters, and reports of his conversations that he was a discriminating judge of literature, widely read in French and German as well as English, he did not take up invitations to discuss his own work or to review that of others; and although he overcame his aversion to public speaking, he never overcame his aversion to academic discussion of literature. He declined the honour of a life membership offered by the newly formed Association for the Study of Australian Literature, saying that ever since his experience of lectures at Cambridge he had been 'suspicious of the academic approach to literature and attempts to foster it through seminars'. 9 He also declined offers of honorary doctorates from several universities, a form of recognition that most writers are pleased to get. Insisting that he was not 'intellectual', he took no part in literary seminars or conferences, and when he gave literary interviews he seldom offered more than the briefest of replies to questions about his intentions and technique.
The one article that White wrote about his fiction -'The Prodigal Son'
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-was in response to a request in 1957 to give the perspective of a returned expatriate. There he presented himself as bringing culture to the Great Australian Emptiness, and briefly described what he was attempting in The Tree of Man and Voss, the first two novels written after his return to his homeland. Most interesting of all was his declaration that he wanted to give Voss 'the textures of music, the sensuousness of paint, to convey through the theme A Nobel Prize winner has an international audience for whatever he wants to say, but White's Nobel Prize essay added little to what he had said in the 'Prodigal Son' article. There was, however, an important moment of revelation in this essay, when he said: 'my flawed self has only ever felt intensely alive in the fictions I create'.
12 Like an actor who 'lives' when playing a part, White 'lived' in his characters. That he could express himself more readily by creating characters than by writing in his own person is illustrated in a confidence he shared with James Stern about Riders in the Chariot. When ill and upset by an obtuse review, White had found relief in taking on the role of a character intended for a book not yet written:
I have to confess I wrote the description of Himmelfarb's journey home on the Seder evening before I began to write the book, although it had been forming in my head for some years. I was in bed with bronchitis at the time, and there had been a particularly vicious attack on Voss by one of my chief Australian detractors. Then suddenly I found myself reacting in a notebook in the disguise of Himmelfarb.
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'Madame Bovary, c'est moi', said Flaubert; White could have said the same about the major characters in his novels. 'Lacking flamboyance, cursed with reserve', he writes in Flaws in the Glass, 'I chose fiction, or more likely it was chosen for me, as the means of introducing to a disbelieving audience the cast of contradictory characters of which I am composed.'
14 In his selfportrait he frankly acknowledges how much of himself he sees in some of his major characters. 'I see the Brown brothers as my two halves. … Waldo is myself at my coldest and worst' ( p. 147); 'I can recognize myself in the vulgar egotist Sir Basil' ( p. 150); Hurtle Duffield is a composite of several painters whom he had known, 'welded together by the one I have in me but never became ' ( p. 151 Similar observations are scattered through White's letters and interviews: they are as close as he ever comes to defining his approach to the writing of fiction.
As for the critics, in Flaws in the Glass White insists that they misinterpret the 'disguises' that he wears as a novelist. In an extraordinary passage of introspection he comments that if, for some reason, he looks into his novels after they have been published, 'I am struck by an element that must have got into them while I was under hypnosis'. He sees 'a recognizable collage of personal experience' on one level, but on another 'little of the self I know'. The 'unknown' self in his fiction that 'the interviewers, the visiting professors, the thesis writers' expect citizen Patrick White of Centennial Park to make clear to them, is elusive and incomplete:
The masks I put on in my fictions are very different from those which strangers try to force on me, or to use another metaphor, the characters of which I am composed cannot include those not yet revealed to me. At the age of sixty-nine I am still embarking on voyages of exploration which I hope may lead to discovery. ( p. 182) This assertion that fiction is, for him, a process of self-discovery is followed by a claim to share the negative capability that Keats celebrated in Shakespeare: 'But I am this black, bubbling pool. I am also this leaf rustling in the early light on the upper terrace of our garden ' ( p. 183) .
While writing Flaws in the Glass White came across Philip Larkin's remark: 'I don't want to go around pretending to be myself.' He quoted it in the Flaws in the Glass passage, and also in a letter to James Stern, to whom he wrote: 'That is exactly how I feel about those unnecessary people who want to come here and talk about my "work and life"'. 16 His attitude may be compared to that of T. S. Eliot, who saw poetry as 'an escape from personality', and to that of Flaubert, who once affirmed the delight of being able 'to write, to be no longer yourself but to move in an entire universe of your own creating'. 17 The artist 'Patrick White' who 'lives' in the novels is 'a cast of contradictory characters'. 15 ' ( p. 81) , an attitude that resembles Virginia Woolf 's pronouncement in A Room of One's Own that a writer must be 'woman-manly or manly-woman'. He goes so far as to claim that 'ambivalence has given me insights into human nature, denied, I believe, to those who are unequivocally male or female -and Professor Leonie Kramer ' ( p. 154) .
This side-swipe at the Professor of Australian Literature at Sydney University, whose essays on his work he deplored, came late in his career. In earlier years he had been generous in giving time to academics who approached him in person with questions, however misguided he thought that they were. To one Australian academic with whom he had spent an hour and a half answering questions about his use of symbols, he warned: 'I think you are playing a dangerous game -fascinating to the player, no doubt -in all this symbol-hunting. Most of the time, I'm afraid, it leads up the wrong tree.'
18 No matter how hard he tried to discourage them, though, critics remained fascinated by the symbolic patterns they thought that they discovered in his texts; and inevitably the issue came up when he agreed to an extended interview by two sympathetic Sydney academics, Thelma Herring and G. A. Wilkes, in 1973 . 'This awful symbol business!', he groans in response to a question whether he begins a novel with 'a planned system of symbols'. He is prepared to concede that he sometimes begins 'with a central symbol -the Chariot or the Mandala, for instance', and claims that 'anything else crops up, as I go along, more often than not, unconsciously'. Beyond that he does not go, insisting that as a writer he is 'intuitive', accepting what the 'unconscious' throws up:
But everything I write has to be dredged up from the unconsciouswhich is what makes it such an exhausting and perhaps finally, destructive, process. I suppose all my characters are fragments of my own somewhat fragmented character. My first draft of a novel is the work of intuition, and it is a chaos nobody but myself could resolve. Working it up after that -the oxywelding -is more a process of reason. The last version is your last chance -and you hope it won't be suicide …
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For him the 'voyage of exploration' is always an intense and taxing personal struggle.
This presentation of himself as a Romantic artist, for whom the act of creation is a dangerous and an overwhelming experience that has to be undergone, is both revealing and concealing. One can readily accept that the novels come from the depths of his being, from below the level of rational calculation, and that the shaping of works of art involves great nervous strain. White was easily thrown off balance emotionally, and there are numerous anecdotes of his rages. He suffered severely from asthma, and the 'struggle' with a novel frequently brought on attacks, sometimes needing hospitalisation. Yet, like Flaubert, he was devoted to the process of writing while complaining how demanding it was. In Flaws in the Glass White records how, during the 'great upheaval' of moving from Castle Hill to Centennial Park, he sat alone in the new house and took up The Solid Mandala 'where I had been forced to interrupt it, wondering whether I should be able to join the threads where they had been broken'. His first attempts to do so 'were pure, if fearful, bliss' ( p. 147). It is a telling moment.
He knew exactly what he was about when he was 'oxywelding'; but beyond a few passing remarks never offered his critics any help in understanding his approach to narrative.
Earlier in the interview from which I have been quoting, he firmly denies the claim that he is a moralist, as the questioners have suggested:
I don't want to be a moralist. I don't think I have preached sermons in any of my books. I say what I have to say through the juxtaposition of images and situations and the emotional exchanges of human beings. Not everybody seems able to grasp this, but a certain sort of mind can -from all social levels, from the most sophisticated to the semi-literate. But of course it sticks in the guts of those who are rigidly rationalwhat some Australians proudly refer to as 'a trained mind '. 20 He later complains that 'indefatigable unravellers' make too much of the meaning of colours and symbols in his work. Such comments were not enough to change the direction of White criticism, and his hostile reference to 'trained minds' could only widen the gap between him and his critics.
About the only person in whom he ever seems to have confided his literary intentions was his American publisher, Ben Huebsch at Viking, who did so much to promote his work. Breaking his rule of not talking about books that he was writing, he confides to Huebsch that in Voss he wants not only to portray 'a megalomaniac explorer' but also 'to write the story of a grand passion' -and, anticipating Huebsch's surprise, he adds, 'don't jump'. 21 If they had had a chance to read it, this uncharacteristically open and direct letter might just have saved some critics from barking up the wrong tree.
On a few occasions White was prepared to acknowledge that a commentator on his work had to some degree got his measure, but these were the exceptions, not enough to change the feeling about Australian critics that he first expressed in 'The Prodigal Son' when he wrote that 'the dingoes are howling unmercifully'.
II
Re-reading Patrick White's novels after a long interval and looking over commentaries on them, I am tempted to suggest that what White heard as the howling of dingoes, ready to attack, could equally well have been described as the bleating of sheep, trying to find their way back to the fold. It is hardly surprising that a new and original writer leaves critics floundering, confused, and uncertain, struggling to get their bearings. The response of Douglas Stewart, literary editor the influential Sydney weekly The Bulletin, encapsulates the reaction when White's fourth novel reached Australia: 'What on earth is one to make of a novel so massive, so impressive, so baffling and in some respects so maddening as Patrick White's The Tree of Man? ' (18 July 1956) . Here was a novel set in Australia and written by a man who identified as an Australian, but as Geoffrey Hutton, an experienced reviewer, wrote in the Melbourne Age, it was 'completely unlike any other Australian novel I can recall ' (12 May 1956 ).
White's first three novels were recognisably modernist, and had he stayed in London his modernist affiliations would probably have been seen more clearly and better understood. In his first novel, Happy Valley (1939), his debts to Lawrence and Joyce were all too apparent. One reason why White did not allow that novel to be republished was, as he told his French translator, that 'there are too many influences, too many styles as I cast about trying to find a style of my own '. 22 He did allow his second novel, The Living and the Dead (1941), to be republished, though he was dissatisfied with it, thinking that it had suffered from his having hurried to finish it in wartime. On first publication it had received a remarkably sympathetic review from Edwin Muir. In The Listener (31 July 1941) he praised White's 'passionate spirit of exploration', saying that he 'examines, or rather enters into, the world of 21 PW to Ben Huebsch, 11 Sept. 1956 : Letters, p. 107. 22 PW to Jean Lambert, 30 Jan. 1983 experience, ordinary and extraordinary, with an insistence which itself is a gift'. Of White's 'exceptionally flexible style' he wrote that 'at its best it has the closeness and imaginative venturousness of poetry, and sometimes an astonishing flow of invention'. It is easy to understand why such a perceptive review -a rarity in the novelist's experience -became, as his biographer says, 'one of Patrick White's cherished possessions'. 23 (R. F. Brissenden would remark years later that the novel was 'so close to Virginia Woolf in theme, structure, and style that in places it reads almost like parody'.
)
The Australian cultural climate was not receptive to modernist experimentation, as the anti-surrealist Ern Malley hoax in 1944 had demonstrated, and when The Aunt's Story was published in 1948 -the year that White settled in Sydney -it received little attention from Australian reviewers, despite its warm reception in the United States. The attitude of literary historian H. M. Green, who thought that Happy Valley had been 'half spoilt by its modernistic imitations', and that The Aunt's Story was 'a clever, rather too obviously clever and elaborately artificial psychological study', represented the critical orthodoxy. 25 An opposing view was taken by R. G. Howarth, editor of Southerly, the literary magazine in which Green's opinion had been published, who acclaimed The Aunt's Story as 'outstanding' and praised White as 'the most expert Australian stylist in the novel '. 26 Howarth's was a lone voice but, given his position, he could have been influential in the critical debate on White's fiction that began in earnest in Australia with the appearance of The Tree of Man; but by then he had gone from Sydney University to a Chair of English at the University of Cape Town, and apparently never wrote again about White.
On the surface The Tree of Man appeared to be a narrative of pioneering in the bush, a staple theme of Australian fiction from colonial days (though without the confrontations with Aborigines and bushrangers that figured so prominently in nineteenth-century settler novels). 'All it lacks is the tale of the child lost in the bush. He is there, of course, but he has changed into a boy lost in the floods', wrote A. D. Hope, tongue in cheek, in a review in The Sydney Morning Herald (16 June 1956). Hope quickly went on to point out that 'none of these things is of any importance and the book is not about them'. He praised The Tree of Man as 'the portrait of two lives, the random pattern of life itself observed and imagined with passionate and tender concern and touched with a sense of the mystery of all living'; and he was prepared to say that White had 'what the Australian novel largely lacks'. Yet this review, which begins so promisingly, was to wound White more deeply than anything else written about him. Hope was Professor of English at Canberra University College, but would have preferred to have spent his days in writing poetry. He was not yet recognised as a major Australian poet, but was already known in academic circles for his Dunciad Minor, in which he entertainingly voices his strong anti-modernism. Although he thought that White had 'one essential of the great novelist: the ability to create real people and a real world for them to live in', he judged that The Tree of Man was not successful. In his view White's novel exemplified the 'fallacy of the modern psychological novel that people become more real and vivid by being turned inside out'; if the principal characters succeeded, it was in spite of White's 'irritating and persistent omniscience'; and it was 'one of the delusions of our time' that novels could be written in poetic prose such as White's. Hope rejected experimental prose as absolutely as he rejected experimental verse, and insisted on rules for different genres: poetry is metrical and a novelist 'needs a plain style'. Like Patrick White himself, Hope had a satirist's taste for drawing blood; he brought his review of The Tree of Man to an end with a damning phrase that has resounded in White criticism ever since:
When so few Australian novelists can write prose at all, it is a great pity to see Mr. White, who shows on every page some touch of the born writer, deliberately choose as his medium this pretentious and illiterate verbal sludge.
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Critics such as Hope and Stewart were impressed by White's creative energy, but were puzzled that he should choose to write what was, according to their standards, such bad prose. Thus Stewart: 'But Mr White writes his bad prose so painstakingly, and with such hints of possible excellence, that one has no doubt that he could write well if he chose.' White's style was taken as a blemish, a sign of weakness in a talented novelist, and became, as Harry Heseltine put it, 'one of the chief weapons in the armoury of his detractors'. Heseltine, who found in White's novels 'a powerful set of images, a vocabulary of judging metaphor, a range of abstractions articulating belief ', put forward the proposition: 'Every element of White's style works to explore and elucidate his themes '. 28 This assumption is the basis for a whole body of commentary aiming to unlock the 'meaning' of White's fiction by close study of his style. As a dissenting critic, Adrian Mitchell, once noted, much scholarship was devoted to 'a close, meticulous study of the words', on the basis of which 'the most elaborate patterns of significance' were constructed. This critic's concern was that as a result of such thematic pattern-making 'the novels themselves have disappeared'. 29 To some of those most confident that they could 'explain' White it seemed that he was hardly a novelist at all. An extreme example of this is Veronica Brady's assertion that his fiction is 'a kind of Wisdom literature, seeking to demonstrate the rule of powers beyond human comprehension and to lead the individual to worshipful submission to them'.
30
White's exasperation at how his fiction was read by so many critics underlies his response to Francis Steegmuller, who had sent him the first volume of a selection of Flaubert's letters that he had edited. White praised the introduction:
You and Flaubert between you tell so many idiot Australians what they don't, and perhaps can't understand that you mustn't expect 'answers' from works of literature and art. Alas, they will never read this book, but I'll stick it in front of the noses of some of the more pestilential who ask me to 'explain', or develop the imagination of their unimaginative children.
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Although outwardly they might seem very different, White felt a close affinity with Flaubert: 'I have never found another writer whose beliefs are so much my own', he told Cynthia Nolan in 1968 as he set out to make a pilgrimage to Rouen. 32 Flaubert's name crops up in discussions of White occasionally, but apart from John Beston no critic has attempted to discuss the relationship between the two writers. Charles Lock acknowledges but does not examine Flaubert's importance to White, arguing that the English modernists matter more to him than any of the nineteenth-century writers. While the relevance of the English modernists, especially Woolf, is undeniable, what White and Woolf have in common is their commitment to the free indirect style, which comes from Flaubert. There is a case for saying that the best introduction to White's fiction is Madame Bovary.
Australian critics have shown little interest in the impact of the three years (1932-5) that White studied French and German at Cambridge, perhaps because he always suggested that he had not got much out of the experience, and had graduated with no high opinion of those who supervised his education. 'I can honestly say that there was only one academic who kindled my imagination', he remembered; 'The others dispensed a course in desiccation, so I gave up lectures -and read, and read.' 34 White's biographer, David Marr, identifies the exceptional lecturer as Jean Joseph Seznec (1905-83) , who was in the Cambridge French Department from 1930 to 1933. Seznec, who went on to have a distinguished career, becoming Professor of French and a Fellow of All Souls at Oxford, was an authority on Flaubert. White, who had struggled with Madame Bovary as a schoolboy, now discovered that it was, as his biographer writes, 'the greatest novel ever written'. 35 In 1969 he confided to Lady Casey, wife of the Australian Governor-General, that he had re-read Madame Bovary 'and it left me feeling cold as death. Shan't be able to read any fiction for a long time after this, except that I have to face my own.' 36 About this time he discovered Pushkin, 'the most wonderful writer I have been left to discover in my old age', and he reflected: 'How easy it must have been to write a novel in those days, in the classical style, and from the outside.' 37 What he absorbed from Flaubert and his successors was a way of writing a novel from the 'inside'.
White's modernity is to be located in his handling of the free indirect style of Flaubert, which Woolf handled so dexterously, rather than in the interior monologue associated with Joyce. His performance as a writer shows how in tune he was with Flaubert's view that the author should keep out of 33 sight. Flaubert's formulation of the principle of 'impersonality' (echoed by Stephen Dedalus in Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man) is so well known that it hardly needs to be quoted: 'L'artiste doit être dans son oeuvre comme Dieu dans la création, invisible et tout-puissant; qu'on le sente partout, mais qu'on ne le voie pas' ('The artist in his work must be like God in his creation -invisible and all-powerful: he must be everywhere felt but never seen'). 38 The free indirect style (le style indirect libre) of Flaubert, as Mario Vargas Llosa puts it, is 'always employed to give an account of intimate facts (memories, feelings, sensation, ideas) from the inside, that is to say, to bring the reader and the character as close to each other as possible'. 39 The narrator is not absent but invisible -everywhere felt but never seen.
It is this aspect of White's fiction that has led to so much of the confusion and misunderstanding among his critics. While complaining of what they take to be authorial 'intrusion', critics have, nevertheless, found themselves interpreting his novels in wildly divergent, contradictory ways, and finding fault with his 'ambivalence' and 'ambiguity'. What Vargas Llosa sees as 'Flaubert's great technical achievement' -'his creating of an ambivalence in which the reader does not know whether what the narrator says comes from the invisible teller or from the character who is soliloquizing mentally' -is generally seen by White's critics as a defect. As one critic has put it: 'It is extraordinarily difficult at times to pin White down to a single authorial position or to a single voice.' 40 Behind such complaints is the assumption that an author will have a fixed point of view, and guide the reader to an 'answer'. White's 'omniscient' narrator (whose omniscience is qualified at times by 'probably' and 'perhaps') is within, not outside, the characters, and involves what James Wood calls 'a kind of secret sharing'. There is no mention of White in Wood's How Fiction Works, but his analysis of the free indirect style is extremely relevant to White's fiction: 'Thanks to free indirect style, we see things through the character's eyes and language but also through the author's eyes and language.' 41 This conjunction of character and author, which allows the possibility of dramatic irony, challenges the unwary reader -or, to adopt Charles Lock's term, 'the inattentive reader' -looking for the security of a definite authorial stance that leaves no room for doubt about how to interpret and judge the characters. The critical confusion resulting from failure to recognise White's use of the free indirect style, which led early reviewers like Hope and Stewart to complain about his 'bad style', is well exemplified in the work of later admirers such as Peter Wolfe, who has scrutinised White's texts strenuously. He regards White as 'a major author' but labels his style 'a great imponderable'. Finding 'puzzling linguistic formulations', 'slipshod phrasing and punctuation', and 'cryptic or spongy rhetoric' in Riders in the Chariot, he asks himself the absurd question: 'How badly can a good book be written and still remain a good book?' 42 Most often critics miss the irony in White's text, and want to resist the depth and complexity that it achieves. Writing about the same novel, Leonie Kramer is concerned that the 'tone' of the mock-crucifixion episode 'moves between extremes of irony and portentous rhetoric', and comments: 'White seems to demand simultaneous acceptance of the episode as a cruel practical joke and as the climax of Himmelfarb's search for a role for himself.'
43 This she clearly thinks is a fault, not a significant achievement. To take a small passage as an example of what White is able to do: when the factory foreman gives the Jewish ritual objects back to Himmelfarb, the 'point of view' shifts from character to character -from the foreman (who cut Himmelfarb down) to Alf Dubbo (the inarticulate Aborigine who rescued the case) to Himmelfarb (the victim of the drunken anti-Semitic attack):
'There we are!' the foreman shouted above the noise of the machinery. 'There is your old gadgets!' But did frown slightly, and would not have cared to touch. Only when the dubious objects were safely inside the case, Ernie Theobalds fastened the surviving catch, as the Jew seemed unable to.
The machinery was working and working. The blackfellow would have done something, but was not told what. The Jew was going, he saw, with the gentle, uncertain motion of an eggshell tossed by flowing water.
The blackfellow would have run after him to tell what he had seen and understood. But could not. Unless it burst from his fingertips. Never from his mouth.
Very quietly Himmelfarb left the factory in which it had not been accorded to him to expatiate the sins of the world.
Although nobody watched, everybody saw. White's prose, far from being slipshod, is carefully controlled and differentiated as the perspective shifts from one character to the other. This passage, in which the language of the author invites the reader to share what each character is feeling at the same time as it creates an ironic perspective, exemplifies what Mark Williams has aptly described as 'that elusive, capacious, always ironic voice that moves through the fiction'.
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In an influential essay on The Tree of Man that is extraordinarily wide of the mark, Leonie Kramer argues that there is 'a very real problem' in 'the relationship of White's style to his meaning'. To make her point she quotes a paragraph in which she finds the prose 'excessive to the needs of descriptive background, as well as self-indulgent':
The young cabbages, that were soon a prospect of veined leaves, melted in the mornings of thawing frost. Their blue and purple flesh ran together with the silver of water, the jewels of light, in the smell of the warming earth. But always tensing. Already in the hard, later light the young cabbages were resistant balls of muscle, until in time they were the big, placid cabbages, all heart and limp panniers, and in the middle of the day there was the glandular stench of cabbages.
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For her, convinced as she is that the novel is written to illustrate a thesis, the description makes sense only if White is 'trying to display an order and unity in nature', through the 'common vitality' of the human, animal, and vegetable worlds. 47 She misses what ought be apparent to any reader attending to the narrative flow of the text: that this paragraph forms part of a sequence portraying Stan and Amy Parker as a young couple who have consummated their marriage. The focus here is Amy's consciousness, as the preceding sentence makes clear: 'In the clear morning of those early years the cabbages stood out for the woman more distinctly than other things, when they were not melting, in a tenderness of light.' Far from being 'descriptive background', the writing conveys her heightened sensual awareness as she works with her sexual partner in the garden. Such phrases as the 'tenderness of light', the 'blue and purple flesh', and 'resistant balls of muscle' are not the observations of an omniscient narrator standing apart from the character, but impressions of the objective world filtered through the character's consciousness. One may judge the 45 Mark Williams, Patrick White (London 1993) p. xiii. 46 The Tree of Man (London, 1956) 'I am hobbled by words', White told his Sydney interviewers. He felt that paint and music could be more expressive: what looked like 'illiteracy' to readers, who expected formal correctness of expression, was his straining to make his language more expressive of what was happening within, and at times below, the consciousness of his characters. In some respects, The Tree of Man presented greater difficulties than his other novels because it was a representation of the lives of 'ordinary people', people who were inarticulate, who could not voice their thoughts and feelings. He had to find a language that would bring the reader close to their innermost state, and make the reader aware of what the characters themselves were unaware of or only half-apprehended. At the climax of the narrative, as Stan is dying, all he can say to Amy is 'It is all right'; he cannot tell her of the feeling of wholeness that he is experiencing, but the authorial voice interprets his final moments of consciousness.
The Tree of Man was written during what may be called White's 'Christian phase', when he was attempting to find a way in his own life of satisfying the 'hunger for spirituality' that he acknowledged in himself and wanted to believe was shared by all. Both Stan and Amy respond to the sense of a mystery, but it is not an experience that they share with each other. The climactic scene is carefully crafted, beginning with the old man who, weakened by a stroke, is sitting in the sun in the garden; he becomes agitated as an evangelist speaks to him of Christian belief. This encounter, which leads to Stan's final collapse, is the culmination of his lifelong blundering efforts to find purpose in his existence. Some readers, sounding more like medieval theologians than literary critics, have busied themselves trying to decide whether Stan is having a true vision, when the evangelist questions whether he believes in God:
Then the old man, who had been cornered long enough, saw, through perversity perhaps, but with his own eyes. He was illuminated.
He pointed with his stick at the gob of spittle. 'That is God,' he said.
As it lay glittering intensely and personally on the ground. The young man frowned rather. You met all sorts. (P. 495)
Probably on a first reading most of us pass over the phrase 'through perversity perhaps', with which the narrator subtly indicates the limits of Stan's self-understanding as he becomes 'illuminated'. Because the author does not tell the reader how to understand what is happening, it is only through such small touches that the full meaning can be grasped. It is easy for a reader to go astray, missing, for instance, that the description of the gob of spittle 'glittering intensely and personally' is from the old man's perspective, and is not an authorial observation. Gordon Collier in an exhaustively detailed study of the whole scene (only part of which I have quoted) points to the completeness with which the character's consciousness is presented: 'Stan's experience is personal, private, immediate, psychological and physical.' 48 In her 1956 essay Marjorie Barnard wrote: 'Each man's life is a mystery between himself and God.' White told her that no other critic had 'put his finger so firmly on the point of The Tree of Man' as she had done with that phrase.
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Like Flaubert, White did not claim to have 'answers', but that is not how his fiction has appeared to so many academic commentators. Leonie Kramer, always forthright and incisive, objects to 'the author's guiding hand' in The Tree of Man. She suggests that in this early novel White's presence is 'much more definite than in later novels', where she finds that he 'shifts, often subtly and almost imperceptibly, from presenting the consciousness of his character, to directing the reader's attention firmly to a particular attitude '. 50 There is certainly a gain in flexibility in White's management of the free indirect style in the later novels, but it is misreading them to see him as manipulating characters. One could argue that, compared with The Tree of Man, the later novels show a growing subtlety and flexibility in his capacity to render with equal conviction and intimacy the consciousness of the 'cast of contradictory characters'.
Much of the early White criticism, especially the controversy over whether he is a 'religious' writer or a 'secular humanist', seems beside the point today. Fascinated by the boldness of his conceptions and the richness of the texture of his prose, critics came to see White as a kind of prophet and so misunderstand him as a novelist. Mark Williams, whose 1993 volume of White in the Macmillan Modern Novelists series is the best general study available, rightly cautions against 'identifying White's point of view with that of any character or group of characters or with some overall "vision" abstractable from the novels'.
51 He pinpoints the very faults which so often appear in discussion of the fiction and which lead one to agree that White had grounds for complaint about his treatment by critics.
White will always be caviar to the general, because his preference for the free indirect style demands a kind of attentiveness that most readers do not 48 give to fiction. It is on this fundamental issue that critics of White have been found most wanting.
III
In saying that one can never be attentive enough when reading White -or Joyce, or Woolf 52 -Charles Lock points to not only the difficulties that these writers present to the reader, but also the rewards that they offer. He reads White alongside his modernist contemporaries, 'outside of an Australian frame that would reduce him to an emblem of national significance '. 53 However, the question of White's nationality is not so easily disposed of as this reference to 'an Australian frame' might suggest. Being an Australian writer was, for White, a 'complex fate' (to borrow James's famous phrase). Born into an Anglo-Australian family, he spent his formative years in England, and it was there he began his career as a writer. He had early felt himself to be a stranger in his own country, and his decision to end his expatriation and settle in Australia after the Second World War was, for him, not an easy one. He was deeply attracted to the idea of spending the rest of his life in Greece, but his partner, Manoly Lascaris, did not agree; and White came to see that life in Greece would have been a form of selfdestruction. Nearly thirty years after his return he told Peter Beatson: 'Unpleasant though much of it has been I realise it was the right thing to do […] I'd only have been a beachcomber in Greece, a curiosity, a freak. Here I'm often not much better, but it's what I come from and what I can write about.' 54 White did set some of his fiction in England and in Greece, but he could 'write about' Australia with an assurance that he did not feel when setting his fiction elsewhere. When Geoffrey Dutton told him that he was writing a play about nineteenth-century Russian terrorists, White replied that it would take more daring than he possessed to undertake such a work. He went on to insist upon the cultural limitations that he felt:
I am ready to rely upon my intuition to get me past any experience I haven't experienced ( provided the experience isn't involved with mechanical technicalities or the sciences) but I go very warily where I don't have automatic command of the cultural background. That is why I seldom write about any country but Australia: I couldn't write about most others from the inside -I mean I couldn't exist inside the characters I was writing about. Although I know Greeks better than most 52 Lock, 'And Stood Breathing ', p. 79. 53 Ibid., p. 75. 54 PW to Peter Beatson, 23 Oct. 1977: Letters, pp. 500-1. foreigners who write about them, I am walking on eggs when I become a Greek character. (I expect all my characters are really bits of myself, and it inhibits me when foreignness forces me into a certain amount of objectivity.) 55 An 'automatic command of the cultural background' does not, however, imply a sense of belonging; and White's characters are not defined by any sense of their being part of a 'nation', an imagined community.
More than once White voiced the feeling that Australia was a hateful place, but he recognized, as he told Peter Beatson, that his feeling that he had 'to protest against various awful aspects of Australian life' provided 'the kind of irritant that I need creatively'. His political activism in his later years -in particular, his support for a republic and his championing of the Aboriginal cause -has encouraged some Australian critics to look at his fiction in terms of 'What does it say about Australia?' White was deeply concerned about the wrongs that he saw in Australia; yet it is as misleading to read his novels as critiques of Australian society as it is to lament their failure to affirm characteristic Australian attitudes. White's fiction was permeated by his feelings about life in Australia, because that was where he lived, but his central preoccupation was the exploration of consciousness in the individual being, not the description of society.
The construction of White as 'an Australian writer' was probably all-important in his getting the Nobel Prize, but it has led to his being largely ignored in the history of European modernism. In seeking to encourage the reading of White's fiction outside 'an Australian frame', and emphasising his modernist qualities, Charles Lock is directing attention to a writer 'who understands the power of the novel as a written genre, and knows how to exploit the characteristics and potentials of novelistic discourse '. 56 It is an approach more likely to identify what is most distinctive and idiosyncratic about White than the bulk of what has so far been written about him. Whatever the 'frame' in which the text is read, the starting point for an understanding of White's fiction has to be recognition that his prose is subtly and richly textured to create the consciousness of his characters, and it is in the sum of what they experience that White's 'meaning' is to be found. With such a writer there is no substitute for careful reading and re-reading. 55 PW to Geoffrey Dutton, 22 Sept. 1969: Letters, p. 347. 56 Lock, 'And Stood Breathing', p. 86.
